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THERE WAS A TENTATIVE knock on Anita’s bedroom door."Mom?” Sandy said.

Anita felt dread in her stomach when her daughter held her smartphone in her hand. Was Sandy about to tell her she was being cyberbullied or stalked? “What is it?”

“Can we adopt a kitty? All my friends are doing it.” She showed all the Instagram posts of her friends holding kittens. Some of them were animated and mewing kittens.

Anita shook her head. “I hope they still want their kitties when the lockdown is over.”

Sandy frowned. “I’ve always liked kitties.” She held up her smartphone to show her Hello Kitty skin.

“We can’t get a cat. I’m allergic to them,” Anita said.

“Allergic?”

“I asked for a kitten when I was seven and had a nasty allergy attack when it came into the house. We had to take it back to the animal shelter.” Anita pointed at her puffer for emphasis.

“Oh,” Sally said.
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SANDY TOOK TO WATCHING the videos the animal shelter posted for new kitties. The algorithms supplied them with an alternative to a living kitty. A VR kitty bounced onto the screen in an ad. Sally didn’t even bother skipping the ad and watched it in amazement.

“There’s a VR kitty waiting for you to adopt them.” The voiceover said.

“Ooh! MOM,” Sandy said.

Anita came within minutes expecting to see an emergency. “I need you to give your digital signature, so I can download a VR kitty.”

Anita rolled her eyes at this. Thank God, the parental controls meant Sandy couldn’t make in-app purchases.

Sandy held up her smartphone to show a kitty avatar on her smartphone. The kitty rolled around and showed his belly on screen when Anita frowned at him. Anita knew it was nothing but a crass manipulation but felt herself soften. “It’s cute, but I prefer to look at videos of actual cats.”

The cat videos were the closest she could come to owning a cat, even though she loved the whole idea of them. The product page claimed the VR kitties were based on the mind map of a cat and had feline minds and instincts.

The in-app purchase was modest, so she sighed and clicked the button.

“Here’s your kitty.” At least no living cat would suffer neglect when the quarantine was over. She hated to think of what would happen to the adopted cats when people got back to their regular lives.
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RITA HAD THOUGHT MAO was a harmless substitute for a cat. She didn’t count on the stream of targeted ads sent by the vendor. Sandy showed her a video of a yellow cat chasing a laser pointer. Its movements had a certain stiffness that made Rita think the cat had an injury. “Did the cat’s owner set up a GoFundMe page for its vet bill?”

“No, this is an android body for Mao. I can download him into a body, and I’ve been feeding his algorithm by viewing cat videos. I’m teaching Mao how to act like a cat by watching cute kitties online.” Sandy said.

Anita groaned at the cost. She’d been prepared to contribute to a fundraising goal. Paying the full cost of a new toy was another matter. “I’m not paying $500 for a kittybot.”

“The android body costs as much as those program coding robot kits you bought me, but it’ll be much cuter. We can be a furever home for Mao.” Sandy said.

“I saved up for a year for the kit, and that was before they cut my hours during this lockdown. I only bought it because the coding kit can teach you a useful job skill you can use when you grow up,” Anita sighed.

“Mao will be hypoallergenic. We can have that kitty we’ve always wanted. It’ll cost money at first but a live kitty that needs food, grooming and medical care would cost more in the long run.”

Anita rolled her eyes at this. She didn’t like the thought of her daughter quoting ad copy. “It’s one thing to have a virtual pet on your smartphone. An android Mao is another thing. This kittybot is an overpriced toy.”

“We can teach Mao to catch mice and insects.” She pulled up an image of a cat laying a mouse at its owner’s feet. Anita wrinkled her nose at this. “That’s not a selling point, Sandy. That’s gross.”

“Having mice in your house is worse.”

“That’s what mousetraps are for. They’re much cheaper than android cats,” Mom said.

Tears formed in Sandy’s eyes.

Mom took the smartphone away from her. “No, don’t take away my kitty.”

“I’m not taking Mao away from you, Sandy. I’ve giving him to you in a form I can afford.” Anita said. She scrolled the shop page to see that there was a furry skin for the smartphone that had a picture of Mao on its back. “Look at this, the fur is sensitive and will purr when you pet it.”

Sandy pouted, “It won’t be the same!”

“It’s this or nothing, Sandy,” Anita said.

Sandy sighed.
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A DRONE SHIPMENT BROUGHT the skin within 24 hours. Sandy came up to her mother with the QVC code enclosed in the package. “I can enter a draw for a free android body for Mao if you give your consent to my entry.”

Anita sniffed, but used her thumb to sign the entry. “I’ll let you enter the draw, but I won’t buy you a body for Mao.”

The VR Mao purred when she scanned the QVC in. Anita rolled her eyes at such manipulative positive enforcement.
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“CAN YOU DOWNLOAD AN add-on that gives us points when I view cat videos? We get a free entry for every 10 videos I watch.” Sandy asked.

“Trying to win a prize will make it stop being fun anymore,” Anita grumbled.

“I like watching cat videos, anyway. Watching them to win a contest won’t be so bad,” Sandy said.

Anita sighed at this. At least that blasted add-on would soften her “no” for that body kit for Mao. What were Sandy’s chances Sandy of winning? So she downloaded the app for Sandy’s smartphone.
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SANDY STROKED THE FURRY skin for her smartphone, and it gave lifelike purrs. Anita shuddered at this. “This is getting creepy.”

“Well we can’t have an actual cat because of your allergies, but I can always have Mao.”
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THE QUARANTINE MEANT there was no rest from Sandy’s cat mania. She found and played the song, “The Cat Came Back,” in a loop.

Anita gritted her teeth when it played over the Bluetooth for the 10th time in the row. “Could you do me a favor and play something else?”

Sandy frowned.

“Please.”

Sandy switched the tune to “Stray Cat Strut” on her playlist. Anita groaned at this.
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THE CATS IN YOUTUBE cat videos always acted goofy. Which made it no wonder when Sandy giggled over one video in particular. “Look at this cat on catnip?” It rolled around making loud noises and shimmied and shook like a feline bellydancer. “Purrs is funny.”

Anita shook her head, “Purrs needs to get fixed.”

“You mean reprogrammed?”

“Purrs is a real kitty. She needs to be neutered, so she isn’t making new kittens with tomcats.”

“Would that be so bad?” Sandy asked.

“One litter may be not too much, but two cats can have a 1000 kittens descended from them in seven years.”

Sandy’s eyes widened at this. “A 1000 kittens?”

Anita nodded. “Yep.”

“That’d be too much.”

“It’d stop being fun anymore, anyway. Especially if you’ve got to feed them.”

“You’d only have to recharge Mao. We wouldn’t need to feed him.”

Anita rolled her eyes. “We’re still not getting a body kit, Sandy.” Hopefully, Sandy wouldn’t care anymore when school started back up again.
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SCHOOL DIDN’T START up for days, and Sandy kept on top of new developments for the VR Kitty brand. “I found a new add-on and can turn Mao into a home assistant,” Sandy said.

Anita sighed at this.

“Can I upload Mao to our home assistant station?” Sandy asked. “Please?”

“We’ll try it,” Anita said, even though she preferred the basic home assistant. She didn’t trust the ones that had personalities programmed into them. They often tried to anticipate the requests of the homeowners, which got creepy.

She glanced at her own smartphone. Sandy’s smartphone asked her for permission to access the home assistant software. She clicked “Yes.”

A meow came from her phone when the upload was done.

“It’s meowing.” She groaned.

“Mao’s a kitty,” Sandy said.

“What if I need to talk to the home assistant? I won’t be able to understand Mao.” She said as her head ached.

“Mao understands you and will give you a text to understand his meows.” Sandy said.
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A CLICKING NOISE CAME from the front of the house. “What’s wrong?” Anita asked Mao.

“Meow?”

She grimaced and went to the front of the house. She found the front door opening and closing. “I want you to keep the door closed.” She shouted out.

The home assistant terminal hissed.

“You’re hissing at me? I’d throw you out of the house and lock you out if you were an actual cat.”

“Mm?”

“Close the door.” The door closed.
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ANITA HAD FORGOTTEN the home assistant was plugged into the smart fridge. “We’re low on OJ. Order some to be delivered.” She told the fridge.

“Mrr?”

Anita rolled her eyes. “Am I going to have to switch to the regular home assistant for grocery deliveries?”

There was a ding and the message on her smartphone from Mao. “I need your permission to use your mobile wallet to order the OJ.”

Anita sighed and clicked “yes”. “Fine. Now you can order my groceries. You will have to earn your keep if we‘ll keep you around.”
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THE OJ ORDER CAME WITH a milk carton. “Humph.” She checked the fridge and saw it was low on milk so assumed the smart fridge was being proactive.

She checked the rest of the order and found a catnip toy mouse in the delivery box. “What the? What is this?”

She checked the smartphone. They’d qualified for a
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